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JV laskull and R ansom : The T )ark  Tdight of the Soul
M a tt Fisher

In his e ssay  "On Stories," C.S. Lewis wrote "His 
(David L indsay’s) Tormance is  a region of the sp irit... 
To constru ct plausible and moving ’other w orlds’ you 
must draw on the only real ’other world’ we know, 
that of the spirit."* Lewis is  quick to id en tify  what it  
is  that contrib utes to the special reputation of A 
Voyage to  A rc tu ru s .  Perhaps the most fundam ental 
sp iritual qu est concerns the nature of the individual’s 
relationship to Reality. Both A V oyage to  A r c tu ru s  and 
Lewis’ "Space Trilogy" (which Lewis stated several 
times was partially inspired by L indsay’s book) reflect  
th is concern. In particular, both of th ese  works can 
be view ed as portraying the sp iritual developm ent and 
maturation of an individual. By looking at how Lewis 
and Lindsay each describ e  th is  p rocess, we not only  
g et a sense  of how the two w orks are connected, but 
more im portantly we gain an understan din g  of the  
dynamics of th is  qu est, particu larly in i t ’s  "Dark 
Night" asp ect. The Dark N ight of the Soul, a concept 
that reoccurs often in various m ystical trad itions in 
the  world (particularly in the work of St. John of the  
Cross, where th is particular phrase comes from1) is  
that part of the sp iritual qu est w here the soul fee ls  
as if it  has been cut off from its  source, that it  is  
moving across a desert and moving without any illumi­
nation as to  w here it  is  headed. It is  a period of 
despair and doubt that many maintain is  necessary  for 
the eventual accomplishment of the  qu est. Thomas 
Merton, the reknowned Trappist monk, w rites "The 
monk confronts his own humanity and that of his 
world at the d eepest and most cen tra l point w here the  
void seem s to open out into despair."3 St. John of 
the Cross said "And if  he be not blinded as to th is  
(the higher and rational part), and remain not in total 
darkn ess, he attains not to that which is  greater  
—namely, that which is  taugh t by faith."4

A Voyage to  A rc tu ru s

A Voyage to A rc tu ru s  s ta rts  without a c learly  
defined qu est. Maskull is  offered the opportunity to 
travel to Tormance and experience stran ge and won­
drous adventu res. Yet neither Krag or N ightspore g ive  
clear answ ers to Maskull’s question s. If th ey  answer  
at all, they  are evasive. Maskull himself is n ’t sure  
w hy he chooses to go, and when he is  asked on Tor­
mance w hy he came, he answ ers in itially  "Perhaps I 
was attracted by cu riosity , or perhaps it  was the  love  
of adventure . "s At the end of the  journey, h is answer  
has become "To meet with new experiences, perhaps. 
The old ones no longer in terested  me."« Robert Aitken 
Roshi, a resp ected  American Zen teacher, w rites "The 
roshi (teacher) will ask w hy you wish to do zazen. 
This is an im portant question and you should be pre­
pared in advance to answer it. However, if  you have  
no answer, that is  all right. Just say  so; that is  an 
answer."3 It is  acceptable to not have clear reasons 
for beginning the qu est —  it is  the action of startin g  
th a t is  im portant. T his am bigu ity  is  m aintained  
throughout the f ir s t  part o f the  novel, as Maskull 
w anders across Tormance try in g  to build a conceptual 
framework for understan din g  th is  new world. Even 
Maskull’s  in itial encounter with Surtur is  clothed with 
am biguity — w hy is  it necessary  for MaBkull to serve  
Surtur? How does one serve  him? The answ ers will be 
revealed later. For now it  is  important sim ply to con­
tinue on the journey.

Lindsay was ve ry  much in fluenced by the  thought 
of Arthur Schopenhauer, who was one of the  f ir s t  to 
put forth the concept that th is  world is  dominated by 
Will. For Schopenhauer, the only way to provide life  
with meaning was to learn to control the  will. Lindsay 
took th is  concept a step  farther  and believed that by  
c o n tro llin g  th e  w ill, le a rn in g  to a c ce p t pain  and  
thereby developing the  quality of endurance, Man 
could start to  transcend th is world with all o f its  
vulgarity  and sord id ness and begin to reach out to 
the Sublime, that world that is  separate and in some 
w ays opposed to ours. Melvin Raff has pointed out a 
tr in ity  stru ctu re  that runs through L indsay’s novel 
—fee lin g /re la tio n /ex is te n c e .8 This trip let is important 
in  un derstan din g  the dynam ics of Maskull’s qu est. 
F eeling is  a stage  where our actions are su b jec t to 
the d e s ir es  of the will. It is  perhaps the coarsest  
level of liv in g , the  farth est removed from the Sublime. 
Relation is  a step  higher, but now it becomes impor­
tant what the relationship is  estab lish ed  w ith. If the  
object that we relate to is  work, money, another per­
son, or indeed anyth ing  of th is world, we are still 
trapped by the power of Will. It is  when the  relation­
sh ip  is  estab lish ed  w ith som ething that leads us  
towards the  Sublime that relation takes u s a step  
closer  to tran scend ing  th is world. The last stage, 
ex isten ce , is  the point at which we are no longer su b ­
jec t to the  power of Will, but rather are un ited with 
the Sublime in  the state  that we were intended for. 
This pattern of thought is  not unique to Lindsay; it 
lies behind Buddhism and the  Rule of St. Benedict, to 
name two examples. The slow progress up th is  ladder 
of "sublimity" can be harsh and painful. In the  
Mumonkan, one of the c lassic  Zen 'texts, is  recorded  
the s tory  o f Gutei, "who raised his fin ger  w henever  
he was asked a question about Zen. A boy attendant 
began to im itate him in  th is  way. When anyone asked  
the boy what his master had preached about, the  boy 
would raise his fin ger. Gutei heard about the boy’s 
m ischief. He se ized him and cut o ff his fin ger . The 
boy cried and ran away. Gutei called and stopped him. 
When the  boy turned h is head to Gutei, Gutei raised  
up his own fin ger. In that in stan ce the  boy was 
enlightened."* That same h arsh ness and pain is  pre­
sen t in A Voyage to  A r c tu r u s  w ith its  many deaths 
and action s that resu lt  in pain for oth ers, and it  may 
be one of the a sp ec ts  that provokes the  shock and 
discom fort that many read ers have felt.

How does the  concep t of the Dark N ight f it  in to  
th is  process?  As Lindsay dep icts the  process , the  
Dark N ight comes both at the transition point between  
two s ta g es , and also becomes more continuously pre­
sen t as one g e ts  closer  to the  Sublime. After his  
encounter with Dreamscinter and the accom panying 
v ision , Maskull aw akes in  the Wombflash F orest in  an 
anxious sta te , fu ll of q u estion s. It is  not clear to him 
what he must do or w here he must go. The only clear  
thou ght in  him mind is  that the  journey  m ust con­
tinue. This point marks the transition from the fee lin g  
sta te  to the  state  of relation .10 A similar tran sition  
occu rs after  Su llenbode’s  death. The d ifference  is  that 
Maskull is  unable to see  beyond h is despair  that the  
journey  muBt continue in  order for him to find Mus- 
pel. Maskull’s  death is  the  only way that he can over ­
come thiB Dark Night and continue a s N ightspore. Nei­
ther of th ese  major tran sitions, along with many other
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smaller changes, occur in  an atm osphere of optimism  
or triumph.

The continuous a sp ect of the  Dark Night unfolds 
from the time that Maskull se ts  foot on Tormance. The 
f ir s t  three  days are sp en t under the domination of 
other w ills. Again, the encounter with Dreamscinter 
changes th in gs. From th is  point un til he m eets Gang- 
net, Maskull will never  be qu ite su re  how he is  to 
find Surtur and the  source of the  M uspel-light. This 
un certain ty lend s a d istu rb in g  thread of despair and 
doubt as each new encounter fa ils to clearly  lead to 
Muspel. This elem ent of pessim ism  and doubt is  Lind­
say ’s legacy  from Schopenhauer; neither man believed  
that the path that leads to subjugation of the  will was 
easy  or joyfu l. N ightspore’s reaction upon realizing  
the true relationship betw een Muspel and Crystalman’s 
world is  one of despair and doubt. He se es  no way 
that Krag can win. Yet he continu es, as all m ust con­
tinue through their  own Dark N ight if  they  are to 
tru ly  g ive  meaning to their  lives .

Out o f  th e  S ile n t P lanet & P erelandra

C.S. Lewis did not in tend eith er  of th ese  two nov­
e ls to be modern day retellin gs of A P ilgrim ’s  P rog­
re ss . O ut o f  th e  S ile n t P lanet was in tended to chal­
lenge the idea that Man is  destined  to rule all of the  
planets, and P erelandra  started  out a s  a story  about 
floating island s that evo lved into a story  of the  Fall. 
Yet both of these  books describ e  a p rocess of tran s­
formation that resu lts  in  a d ifferen t and stron ger  
relationship between Ransom and God.

In the opening of O ut o f  th e  S ile n t P lanet, Ransom 
is  in itially  described as the  "Pedestrian" and comes 
across as a ve ry  ordinary, if  a bit solitary, man. What 
a difference  from the f ir s t  im pression that the  reader  
has of Maskull! There is  no sen se  of being in  the  
presen ce of a giant, a man almost larger than life. 
Ransom is  not tem pted with the  opportunity to see  
w ondrous s ig h ts  — he is  abducted by two individuals 
who plan to use  him as a sacrifice  to the pow ers of 
Mars. Yet the kidnapping of Ransom will lead to the  
even tu al developm ent of the  man who will help avert 
the Fall on Perelandra and serve  as the sp iritual 
leader of Logres. What Lewis is  d escrib in g  here is  not 
the e ffort in itiated by  man to become div ine , but 
rather the action of God breaking in to the individual’s 
life  and in v iting  that person to participate in  a 
unique relationship w ith the Holy. In P erelandra, the  
opening has both elem ents of despair and joy  in  it. 
Ransom’s friend experiences doubt and fear both on 
the road to Ransom’s house (which although amplified 
by demonic forces are still in itially  p resen t in him) 
and also in the presen ce  of an e ldil. He is  at the same 
level that Ransom was at in the beginning of Out o f  
th e  S ile n t P la n e t Compare th is  with Ransom, who has 
complete faith  in the e ld il’s  mission. What Lewis is 
describ in g  is  the beginning of an individual relying  
le ss  on his own pow ers and abilities and tru stin g  
more in  Divine Providence. This complete dependence  
on God has been a hallmark of those  that the Church 
has hailed as sa in ts over the  cen tu ries.

Jeannette Hume Lutton has describ ed  Ransom’s 
jo u rn ey  to M alacandra a s an e x p e r ie n c e  th a t is  
focused around Reason, while his later journey  to 
Perelandra is  an experience cen tered  around Revela­
tion.11 Lewis may have patterned th is  after  his own 
two part conversion experience. In S u rp r is e d  b y  J o y  
he indicates that he came to accept the ex isten ce  of 
Deity as a logical outcome of his search for meaning, 
while the acceptance of the  d iv in ity  of C hrist was a

decision based more on in tu ition and le ss  on rational 
thou ght. Even though the  two s ta g es may have d iffer­
en t foundations, it  is  notew orthy that Lewis describ es  
a similar pattern  o f movement from solitude to commu­
nion. It is  in th is  process that we find the  elem ents 
of despair and doubt that mark the  Dark Night stage. 
A fter h is arrival on Malacandra and escape from Wes­
ton and Devine, Ransom w anders on the planet, alone 
and afraid of what may surround him. His imagination 
torm ents him with v is ion s of b u g -eyed  m onsters and 
he has no clear way to return  back to Earth. The 
encounter w ith the h ross and h is even tu al acceptance  
by the hrossa community marks the end of his soli­
tude and the  diminishment of h is fears. As Lutton 
points out, Ransom has been incorporated into the  
community of hnau. But in addition, in h is mind there  
is  a greater  aw areness and appreciation of the wonder 
and d iv er sity  of the Creation. Man is  no longer the  
sole cen ter  of the  un iverse .

In P erelandra , Ransom's period of despair and 
doubt come when he rea lizes the m agnitude of what is  
occurring. He tr ie s  to un derstand w hy he was chosen, 
how he is  to defeat the  Un-man, but there  are no 
simple and easy  answ ers. He is  alone on a stran ge  
world, asked to do som ething that he fee ls  is  beyond  
his pow ers. It is  here that Lewis provid es u s  w ith a 
moving example of grace at work. Ransom rea lizes s e v ­
eral th in gs, none of them by logic but rather by  
Divine guidance. He is  not alone, for Maleldil is  in 
some way w ith him. If  Ransom fa ils, Maleldil will 
redeem Perelandra in  some other manner. As for deal­
in g  with the  Un-man, the solu tion is  simply to engage  
in  ph ysica l combat to the  death. It is  in terestin g  to 
note that as soon as Ransom comes to th is  revelation, 
his anxiety d isappears. What is  important is  that hav­
in g  crossed  th is  desert, Ransom then d irectly  experi­
e n ces the  presen ce  of Maleldil the  Younger. Lewis has 
given  u s  a picture  of the  resu lt  o f rely in g  not on our 
own egos, but rather subm itting ou rse lves to the will 
of God. The resu lt  is  not the elimination of arduous 
task s, but rather communion with God that provid es  
u s w ith a sen se  of peace even  in  the m idst of the  
turmoil around us.

Conclusion

Why is  th is  Dark Night that appears in both these  
au th ors’ work thou ght to be necessary?  Thomas Mer­
ton w rites "the monk faces the w orst, and d iscovers  
in it  the  hope of the b est. From the darkn ess comes 
ligh t. From death, life . From the ab yss there  comes, 
unaccountably, the m ysterious g ift  of the Sp irit sen t  
by God to make all th in gs new, to transform  the  
created the redeemed world, and to r e-estab lish  all 
th in gs in Christ."12 If one su b stitu tes  the  Sublime for 
the concept of God/Christ in the  above passage, then  
one has a statem ent that might prove to be acceptable  
to Lindsay. R egardless of the particular framework of 
thought chosen, it  is  clear that both Lewis and Lind­
say  see  value and im portance in  experiencing the  Dark 
Night, in confronting our despair and doubt, in  order  
to be able to pass through to the truth on the other
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Companions, who look outside them selves, are made 

better. Childish Pippin and rustic  Sam become heroes. 
Vulgar Stanzi becomes a prop to her g ifted , neotenous 
husband. Jealous little  inhuman Tinker Bell shows her­
oism when she drinks Hook’s poison.

Our v illains claim to be poisoned by the Other, 
but they  aren’t. Each is  overdosed to death with him­
self.
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